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Want to see Alyx, Dashan, and Cayr before the academy?


Or discover how Rothai became the uncompromising master he is today?


You might even glimpse the first appearance of a character yet to step fully into the light.


.


If you sign up to receive my monthly newsletter, The Dock City Chronicle, you'll receive a free novella, A World at War: a collection of short stories from the world of The Mage Chronicles. 


Each edition of The Chronicle includes:


Insider updates on my books


Fantasy world news and hot takes


Questionable book memes


My reading recommendations


Exclusive sneak peeks and previews


.


Sign up for the Chronicle and enter the adventure…
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Alyx has her team and I have mine.

This book is dedicated to Brett, Sarah, Petey, Francis, Kev and Silpa – the best teammates a writer could ask for. 
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Chapter 1




The sunlit forest was quiet and still. A rabbit dashed across the open space nearby before crouching in the leafy haven of a large overhanging branch. After a moment, it cautiously hopped away, disappearing into the undergrowth. The sun was warm on Alyx’s skin and her eyes slipped closed of their own accord. 

Dread and horror seethed around her mind, battering at her, demanding entrance. She fought it with everything she had, but was helpless to stop the dark power as it wormed through her weaknesses and spread through her body and magic.

Her eyes snapped open and she shook her head, trying to dispel the sleepiness the warm sun and temporary break had brought on. Sleeping wouldn’t give her rest, only memories of the nightmare that had woken her before dawn. And the horrifying realisation it had brought with it.

“No time for naps!”

Dashan’s loud voice grated against her growing headache. He was crossing in front of her, heading for where the other Bluecoats that formed her protective detail were already mounting up. It seemed their short break was over.

“Alyx!”

Still half caught in the memories, she hadn’t responded quickly enough and now he was staring at her, a questioning frown on his face. The last thing she wanted was him pestering her about what was wrong—admitting out loud what she’d realised would somehow make it more real. Maybe she was wrong. It had been a nightmare, after all, and one so awful it hadn’t exactly left her clear-minded.

“I’m coming,” she muttered, rising to brush leaves and soil from her robe. As she did so, she tried not to notice how dirty and scuffed the expensive cloth was already becoming. Tingo greeted her with an affectionate snuffling, and she stroked his nose before swinging up into the saddle.

“Are you all right?” Dashan asked, gaze lingering on her face, no doubt noticing the pale tinge to her skin.

“I’m fine.”

Hoofbeats sounded and Casta rode out of the trees, thankfully drawing Dashan’s attention from her. “They haven’t crossed the border yet, Lieutenant, but they’re still shadowing us.”

Dashan cocked his head, considering. “Roland, Tijer, ride on ahead to find a suitable place to camp for the night. The rest of you keep moving. I want to take a closer look, see how many of them there are.”

“I’ll come with you,” Alyx said instantly.

“Alyx—”

“Do we really have to have this argument again? You command my protection detail, not me.”

“Yes, we do have to have it again. It doesn’t seem to be sinking in that you have no training in tracking or scouting, and are therefore a liability if you come along. Do you want to get both of us killed?”

Alyx’s hand curled tighter around the reins, the leather cutting into her skin. The nightmare had left her afraid and unsettled, and she lacked the strength to push the issue. 

“Fine.”

He took off without another word, hoofbeats fading into the distance before disappearing altogether. Silence hung over the rest of them—the Bluecoats too watchful for conversation. In an attempt to stop her thoughts drifting back to her earlier nightmare, Alyx focused on the Shiven patrol tracking them.

Their motives were anyone’s guess. Before she’d left Alistriem, Shiven warriors had staged a surprise attack on the Rionnan king’s palace, breaking a fragile truce that had been in place between Rionn and neighbouring Shivasa for decades. Now everything was uncertain. The warriors tracking them could just be making sure the Bluecoats weren’t up to anything. Or they could be planning to attack.

Nineteen hands dropped to sword hilts as hoofbeats sounded in the distance, but none drew swords as it became clear it was a single horse. Dashan appeared a short time later, and by tacit agreement the Bluecoats gathered their horses in a cluster to hear his report. 

“They’ve got three forward scouts. I slipped by them and counted about twenty more in the rest of the patrol. There were no signs of them setting up an ambush. Instinct tells me they’re just shadowing us for now. If we keep away from the border I doubt they’ll attack.”

Alyx watched him as he spoke, taking in his dark brown eyes, three-day stubble and short but messy brown hair. He looked like a grown man far older than his mere twenty years of age. At least he looks capable, she thought to herself. Unlike her.

She closed her eyes, the dream coming back unbidden. Utterly helpless as dark power wormed through her weaknesses and spread through her body and magic...and then the whisper of sound. A voice. Two words spoken into the crushing darkness.

“Alyx Egalion.”

A voice. His voice. That was when she’d realised: the dark power haunting her nightmares was a man.

“Alyx!” Dashan’s words were tight with worry. He’d brought his horse up beside hers, one hand reaching out to shake her arm. The movement broke her from the trance she’d fallen into, and her eyes snapped open to find all of them watching her in concern. An embarrassed flush heated her skin, and she looked away from Dashan, trying to hide the fear that still throbbed through her. 

“Sorry,” she muttered. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. What’s going on?”

She nudged Tingo away, breaking his hold on her arm. “I’m just tired, that’s all. We shouldn’t linger here.”

He looked reluctant to let it go, but she was right. With a final searching look, he turned back to the Bluecoats and ordered them on with a sharp word. They obeyed without hesitation, Alyx’s shoulders sagging as their attention on her vanished. 

As Tingo fell in with the column of riders, a tendril of despair worked its way through her chest. This wasn’t where she was supposed to be! If only she could go back two years and just be barely-sixteen-year-old Alyx, dreamily in love with her best friend since childhood, Prince Cayr Llancarvan. Now she was half-mage Alyx, her love for her best friend complicated and shaken by his betrayal and her decision to leave him again. 

Roland returned to the main column a short time later to lead them to the place he and Tijer had chosen to make camp. Alyx dismounted and lingered to unsaddle Tingo herself. Her hopes of a moment alone were dashed when all the Bluecoats but Dashan dispersed to set up camp, and she heaved an internal sigh.  

“We’re pretty close to Widow Falls. In fact, I’m surprised Lord Mirren’s fighters haven’t made an appearance yet,” Dashan said casually, unbuckling his horse’s girth strap. “They must be otherwise occupied.”

“Like with that group of Shiven that’s been trailing us all week?” Alyx said.

Dashan chuckled. “Or with another one very much like them, yeah.”

Alyx’s head dropped forward to rest on Tingo’s neck. Her grimy skin itched and her muscles ached with exhaustion. The nightmare pushed on the periphery of her thoughts, trying to make her remember. All her noble reasons for returning to DarkSkull Hall had lost any power they had to make her feel better. Even the thought of seeing Dawn and her friends again was little comfort.

“You going to tell me what happened back there?”

Her fingers curled against Tingo’s warm hide. Dashan was stubborn at the best of times, and she could tell from his voice he wasn’t going to let this go. “I had a bad dream last night, that’s all.”

Two words. Whispered into the darkness. “Alyx Egalion.”

“Seems like it was more than just a bad dream.”

She turned away from him. “I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

“You’re doing this because your magic helped save not only your father’s life but your king’s when the palace was attacked. And you’re doing it because Cayr broke your heart, and you’re running away from the pain.”

“And why are you here, Dash?” Her voice was sharp, needled by how accurate his words had been. When had he become so perceptive?

“Me?” The rakish grin returned. “Because I love nothing better than traipsing through endless miles of forest being hunted by ruthless killers who’d like to skin me and then roast me for dinner.”

“Roasted and eaten for dinner?” She raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t know you Shiven were cannibals. Explains a lot.”

“Does it?” Dashan’s face hardened, as it always did when someone referred to his half-Shiven blood. The fact his mother had been Shiven, a mistress of his Rionnan lord father, had dogged him all his life. Alyx’s remark had been calculated to counter his cheerful needling of her, and even though it had worked, guilt instead of satisfaction washed through her. The things that annoyed her about Dashan had nothing to do with his parentage.

“On second thought, no,” she said airily. “The deliberately disheveled appearance, the love of drinking to excess, the womanizing, that’s all you, Dashan.”

“I had no idea you thought such wonderful things about me,” he snapped. “I suppose you learned all those big words in between your embroidery lessons and classes on being a snotty rich girl.” 

She snorted. “I’m going to go and find something to eat, then try and get some sleep.”

His voice followed her as she stalked off. “Princess needs her beauty sleep.”

“I am not a princess,” she muttered.

She was halfway to the campfire when she finally realised what he’d said and stopped dead, turning to jog back over to him. “Dash!” 

“What?” Rummaging through his saddlebags, he didn’t look at her.

“Listen, will you? This is important.” Alyx stopped beside him.

“Is it?” He closed the strap of one bag and began undoing the buckle on the next. “I don’t have patience for more of your caustic observations about my character right now.”

“How did you know?”

“How did I know what?” He stopped finally, turning to look at her with an exasperated expression.

“That I used magic on the night of the attack.” She lowered her voice, glancing around to make sure they were still alone. “Nobody but the twins and Tarrick know that.”

“I was there, remember?”

“Nobody else noticed.” She deliberately kept her voice low, hoping he would follow suit. Despite their differences, Dashan was one of her oldest friends and he would never betray her, but even so, it was uncomfortable to realise someone else knew the extent of her magic. The masters at DarkSkull had been frighteningly clear on the dangers that faced a mage like her.

“Oh, your pride is injured, is it? Nobody saw you be the hero.”

“Dammit, will you stop flapping your big mouth for once!” Alyx said in exasperation. “It has nothing to do with my pride. I don’t want people to know. You can’t say anything, okay?”

“Why?” 

“It’s a long story. Suffice to say, the less anyone knows about my magic, the better.”

“Fine,” he said, curiosity flickering over his face. “How does it work, anyway? Your magic steals other mage’s abilities?”

“I don’t steal anything,” she huffed. “But I have the ability to absorb—copy in a way—the abilities of mages I spend a lot of time around. What I do doesn’t affect their power.”

“Hmm. Interesting.”

“And my decision to go back to DarkSkull, it’s not just about running away from Cayr,” she felt compelled to add. “Or using magic to help in the attack on the palace... well, at least not completely.” 

“Whatever you say.” He reached deep into the second bag and then grinned in triumph. “Found it!” He waved a silver flask in front of her, still grinning. “This will go down nicely with dinner.”

“I loathe you,” she grumbled and turned away.

The bastard laughed, making her even madder as she stomped back down to the camp to get something to eat. The Bluecoats—a nickname given to members of the king’s elite cavalry guard—manning the campfire were trying but failing to hide grins of amusement as she returned. 

“Hungry, Lady Egalion?” Casta asked, eyes dancing.

“Ravenous. What delights have you cooked up for us today?”

“I’m roasting some gourmet rabbit.” He flashed a smile. “It’s just as delicious as yesterday’s, I promise.”

“Nothing could beat the roasted rabbit from four days ago, though.” She returned the smile.

Tijer snorted. “Indeed.”

Some of Alyx’s dark mood lifted at her interaction with the two Bluecoats. Both were familiar to her from her harrowing first journey to DarkSkull Hall—those terrifying days had formed a bond of mutual respect despite the difference in their ages and social standing. Apart from Dashan, only four Bluecoats of twenty had survived that journey, and the fact all four had volunteered to return with her warmed her each time she thought of it. 

As if summoned by her thoughts, Roland and Jenka appeared from the trees, laughing—likely at something Roland had said. Both had a quick smile for Alyx as they joined Casta and Tijer by the fire. Listening to their banter over the quality of Casta’s cooking dispelled almost all her remaining bad mood.

Dashan appeared then, strolling into the clearing and tossing his flask at Casta. “Make sure everyone gets a swig with dinner. I’m going to take first watch.”

“Yes, sir.” Casta nodded.

Her shoulders sagged in relief as Dashan disappeared into the surrounding trees. As much as she appreciated having a Bluecoat escort, she sometimes wished Dashan wasn’t the one leading it, and was grateful for the temporary break from his company. Cayr’s intentions in sending Dashan along with her had been good, but she and Dashan didn’t share the same type of friendship as they each did respectively with the prince. Cayr was a dreamer. He saw the best in everyone and was often blinded to their flaws. It was one of the things she loved about him, but it was a dangerous quality for a future king, and she hoped he would learn to temper his optimism. 

Thinking of Cayr made her miss him with a sharp ache, followed by a twinge of pain. That he’d kissed Jenna, of all people... stunningly beautiful, popular Jenna Casovar. Worse, he’d lied to her about it. Their whole lives, they’d never lied to each other. A sigh escaped her—she had to stop dwelling on it. Cayr had made a mistake, an awful one, but he loved her. She didn’t doubt that. And she loved him. Now she just had to do what she’d set out to do and they could have the future they’d always wanted. With a sigh, she rubbed at her tired eyes—that future seemed a long way in the distance.

As the evening progressed, clouds gathered overhead and a light rain started falling, tapping on the tarpaulin the Bluecoats had erected. Dashan re-appeared as twilight turned into full night, joining the Bluecoats at their fire for a brief chat. Nario and Josha appeared out of the dimness to be replaced by Tijer and Roland on watch. Dashan rose to speak briefly with the two new sentries.

“We’re well inside Rionnan territory, Lieutenant,” Tijer said. “We shouldn’t have any issue with the Shiven. The patrol shadowing us hasn’t made any move to cross the border.”

“No, but now we watch out for the Madman’s warriors,” Dashan remarked. “Just as likely to spit us with an arrow as the Shiven.”

Irritation flickered, despite knowing Dashan was ignorant of Alyx’s true relationship to the lord of Widow Falls. “His name is Ladan,” she called out. 

Dashan turned towards her, eyebrows raised. “On a first-name basis are you? That certainly doesn’t fill me with warmth. He’s a hardened warrior who doesn’t take kindly to people trespassing on his lands, Rionnan or otherwise.”

“I suppose you get that from knowing him so well,” she snapped. “Drinking buddies, are you?”

“I’m concerned for you, that’s all,” Dashan retorted. “Apologies for caring.”

“You don’t need to be concerned.”

“Fine.”

They dissolved into angry silence. Alyx didn’t know why Dashan’s protectiveness bothered her so much, but it did. He had good reason for it. Dashan didn’t know that Ladan was Alyx’s brother. All he knew was what he’d heard, and what he’d experienced the first time they’d travelled to DarkSkull, when Ladan had practically kidnapped them all after they’d accidentally stumbled onto his lands while fleeing from the Shiven.

With a sigh, Alyx conceded she’d soon have to tell Dashan who Ladan was. He wouldn’t let it go otherwise. Something in her was holding back though—her parents had gone through so much to keep her and Ladan hidden and safe apart from each other, and even though she still didn’t truly understand why, instinct cautioned her to protect the knowledge that they were connected. 

Dashan finished up with Tijer and came over to sit down at Alyx’s fire. His face was hard and set, and she remembered her earlier thought that he looked older than his years. It’s something in his eyes, she thought, and the grim nature of his expression.

It had taken her weeks after her return to Rionn to notice the change in him, and even then she’d been too caught up in her own concerns to make much of an effort to find out what was wrong. Cayr hadn’t been willing to discuss it with her either. Another betrayal—but she pushed that thought aside.

“What happened?” she broke the silence.

He sighed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about and I’m too tired to argue with you. Whatever it is, just spit it out.”

“You’re different. You’re angrier, harder, and even though I know you never really liked me much, there’s an edge to your teasing now.”

Dashan chuckled, but there was a ragged edge to his laughter. “It’s been what, almost two months since you returned from DarkSkull?” he said bitterly. “And now you notice that I’ve changed?”

“I noticed,” she said evenly, accepting his bitterness was deserved and pushing on. “I asked you about it, when you came to visit me after I found out about Jenna and Cayr. I asked Cayr too, but he wouldn’t tell me. I should have tried harder and I’m sorry I didn’t. I was too caught up in my own issues. I’m asking again now.”

He said nothing for a long moment, instead reaching into his pocket to pull out a hunk of stale bread. He didn’t eat it though, just stared at it sitting in his hand, thoughts lost in a place far away.

“I was sent to the disputed area,” he said eventually, the words clipped. “While you were at DarkSkull, my unit was on the border.”

“Oh.” She hesitated. “I thought Cayr said he could prevent—”

“He was wrong,” Dashan said harshly. 

Shocked, Alyx couldn’t think of anything to say. It was unlikely anything she said would help anyway—his face was closed and he was deliberately looking away from her. He’d withdrawn into himself. She’d seen it before when they were children, usually after he’d had a particularly hard time with his father.

A memory floated into her mind, of that long-ago day on the beach when she’d heard Dashan and Cayr talking about Dashan being posted to the border. Cayr had laughingly promised that he could make sure that never happened. Alyx clearly remembered the look of doubt in Dashan’s dark eyes, and a spark of anger at Cayr flickered in her.

He’d known about this, and he hadn’t told her. Just like kissing Jenna. It was as if ever since she’d returned to Rionn, Cayr had been determined to ignore everything that had happened in her absence. Not that she could blame him for that. Guilt squirmed in her chest—she’d done exactly the same thing.

“You can stop staring at me, Alyx. I’m fine.”

Alyx blinked—she had been staring. 

“You should get some rest,” he continued.

“So should you,” she said softly.

That earned her nothing but silence, and she studied him for a moment. She couldn’t expect him to be willing to talk to her when she shut him down every time he asked her what was wrong. 

“I started having the nightmares last year while I was at DarkSkull,” she said eventually.

He kept his eyes on the bread in his hands. “And that’s what you had this morning?”

“They’re awful. It’s this sensation of being trapped, stifled, and memories keep flashing in vivid light, things that I’ve...”

Three Shiven warriors disintegrating before her. Blood spraying. Screams piercing her mind. Carnage.

She cleared her throat. “This morning was different. It ended differently.”

“What do you mean?”

She looked down at her hands, noticed for the first time how they were curled into a white-knuckled grip. “There was a voice. It was so clear. And it said my name. I think...” She shook her head, having to force the words out. “I think someone is giving me these nightmares.

“Is that possible?” He kept his voice casual, his eyes away from her. It was calming.

“It could be. I don’t know. In the moment, it’s so real, but then the sun rises and I’m less certain.” She considered. “I’ll talk to Finn when I get to DarkSkull—he’s probably read something about this type of thing.”

“That’s a good idea. In the meantime, you still need to get rest.” He rose to his feet. “If you have the nightmare again, come and wake me. It might help to talk it through.”

“Thanks, Dash.”

He gave a slight nod and was gone, striding over to join the other Bluecoats. The last thing Alyx wanted was to fall asleep and risk having the nightmare again, but she nonetheless picked up her blanket and stretched out by the crackling flames. 


      ***Despite her weariness, sleep didn’t come easily that night, not least because of the cold and hard ground. Somewhere around dawn, she must have fallen into a proper sleep because she woke to shouts and the sound of ringing steel.

Alyx shoved off her blanket and sat up, trying to process the scene before her with a sleep-groggy mind. Several Bluecoats were on their feet in the centre of the clearing, swords drawn and pointed at two strange warriors who were prodding Casta and Jenka into the clearing with their swords. Their hard expressions and motley clothing marked them as Widow Falls men, and she scrambled to her feet in concern. This could escalate quickly.

“Nobody move!” Dashan bellowed as he stepped into the space between the two parties. “You have ten seconds to put your swords down before I kill you.”

“Dash, stop!” Alyx pushed past the furious-looking Bluecoats to reach Dashan. “They’re Widow Falls men.”

“That won’t stop me from killing them if they don’t let my Bluecoats go. Back up, Alyx.”

“Calm down, Bluecoat,” one of the Widow Falls’ men spoke. “We’re not here to attack—we didn’t want your two sentries shooting us in the back once they realised we’d slipped past their pathetic watch.”

“Sheathe your swords!” Alyx ordered the Bluecoats, speaking before Dashan could. “Dash, you too. Do it.”

He glanced at her, eyes flashing with fury, the hand holding his sword clenching into a white-knuckled grip. “You’re giving me orders?”

“I’m the daughter of Lord Egalion, and I’m the one who is in ultimate charge here,” she said firmly. “Sheathe your sword, now.” 

He hesitated, shoulders rigid, but eventually he stepped back and sheathed his sword in a single violent movement. At a sharp look from Alyx, the Bluecoats behind her did the same.

Turning, she addressed the trees around them. “Romney, I know you’re there. Get out here.”

Ladan’s second appeared silently, making a quick hand gesture towards his warriors as he did so. They lowered their swords and stepped back from Casta and Jenka. As disciplined and efficient as the Bluecoats she thought to herself, proud of her brother.

“We’re not on Widow Falls land yet, Romney. What are you doing?”

“You’re close enough, Lady Egalion. Lord Mirren sent us to escort you in.” 

She fought not to roll her eyes. “And you had to show up our sentries to do that?”

He shrugged slightly, and she swore amusement flashed briefly in his eyes. “It’s like Landau said. We didn’t want one of your sentries overreacting to our approach and someone getting hurt.”

“I see.” She looked at the trees surrounding them. “How many of you are there?”

“Enough to see you safely to Widow Falls, Lady Egalion. You’ll remember Lord Mirren’s policy that all weapons are to be surrendered on entry to his lands.” Romney’s hands settled at his belt. “As soon as your pretty soldiers hand over their swords, we can take you in to see the lord.”

Alyx reached out to grab Dashan’s arm in warning as her peripheral vision caught him opening his mouth to speak. She smiled at Romney. “We’ll be mounted and ready to follow you in a few minutes.”

Dashan rounded on her the moment Romney and his warriors had stepped back towards the trees. “I am not giving up my weapons to those men.”

Alyx glanced at the Bluecoats, still clustered nearby, and over towards the trees, where the Widow Falls men waited. Sighing inwardly, she lowered her voice and stepped closer to Dashan.

“Do you want me to overrule you again in front of your unit, because that’s what I’ll do if you don’t back down,” she hissed. “We’re going onto Lord Mirren’s lands, and I won’t let you start a fight with his men because you can’t manage your temper.”

“I’m here to keep you safe,” he snarled. “I can’t do that if my unit has no weapons.”

“Romney is not going to hurt us. You need to trust me. I will ensure you get all your weapons back when we leave.”

He nodded tightly and stepped away from her. With quick movements, he unbuckled his sword belt and placed it on the ground. 

“You heard Lady Egalion. Swords and knives on the ground.” He barked the orders at the waiting Bluecoats before striding away towards the horses. “Then get your behinds on your horses quick smart. Casta, Jenka, we’re going to have a conversation about sentry duty later, and I promise you you’re not going to like it.”

Alyx’s shoulders sagged in relief. Her eyes caught on Romney’s, watching impassively. She wondered what he was thinking, whether he knew her true relationship to Ladan. Dismissing her thoughts, she turned to gather her things. Dashan was already in a foul mood, and her taking too long to be ready would only make it worse.








  
  
Chapter 2




“Lord Mirren is waiting for you inside,” Romney told Alyx as they reined in just inside the front gates of the estate. “If you’ll follow me, the grooms will take care of your horses. Your Bluecoats can stay in our barracks.” 

“That’s fine, but Lieutenant Caverlock stays with me.” It was a concession to Dashan, and fortunately Romney accepted it after only a brief hesitation.

“Stay close,” Dashan murmured in her ear as they began walking up the long drive. “I don’t trust these people.”

“I never would have guessed,” she said dryly.

Romney led at a brisk walk up the front steps and inside the huge, castle-like structure. The interior was gloomy and slightly musty, but nothing like the terrifying structure she remembered from her first visit, when she’d been dragged indoors in the middle of the night.

The warmth from several large fires lining the walls of the great hall made her thick cloak unnecessary and she reached up to push it back from her shoulders. In here it was lighter, with daylight pouring in from high arched windows below the roof.

“Leave us, Romney.” 

Alyx turned towards the top of the room at the sound of the familiar, cold voice. The last time she’d seen Ladan Mirren, he’d been walking away from her, leaving DarkSkull Hall for good after telling her he was her brother. The memory of how she’d broken down in the moments after that declaration wasn’t pleasant, but despite that she found a smile spreading across her face. The doubts that had been deepening over the past days vanished in a moment. The door clanged behind Romney, covering the sound of Ladan’s boots as he strode towards them. 

Her smile widened—he hadn’t changed at all. Still tall and graceful with a hard face, cold green eyes and short-cropped dark brown hair, his expression revealing little about what he was thinking.

“I’m sorry,” she spoke first. “You were telling the truth. I know that now. I know who you are, and I accept it.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw—surprise, maybe. Instead of addressing her words, however, his gaze shifted to Dashan. “Lady Egalion. I would have preferred if you had come alone.”

“Dashan isn’t a stranger. He’s part of my protective detail, which you know,” she said evenly. “You didn’t expect me to travel here alone?” 

“I would have expected some notice of your arrival.” The hardness in his gaze didn’t change. It seemed time hadn’t improved his obstinate refusal to show any softness.

“Fair enough,” she said. “Next time, if possible, I promise to warn you in advance that I’m coming and who I’m travelling with.”

He conceded with a slight smile. “Thank you.”

“Do you think twelve months’ notice would be sufficient?” Dashan couldn’t help needling him further.

Ladan turned to Dashan with a disdainful look. “It is not for you to question a lord’s practices, Lieutenant Caverlock.”

“Can we talk?” Alyx intervened before Dashan lost his temper. 

Ladan flicked a glance at Dashan. “We should talk further... I want to. But not with him here.”

She turned to reassure Dashan. “It’s fine, really. Why don’t you go and make sure the Bluecoats are settling in without starting any fights?”

“Romney will be waiting outside the door,” Ladan added. “He can take you to your men.”

Dashan’s jaw tightened as he glanced between her and Ladan for a long moment before he gave a stiff nod and strode off. The door closed loudly behind him, echoing through the large space. Alyx and her brother looked at each other for a long moment as the echoes slowly faded away. She had so much to say, but wasn’t sure where to start.

Ladan eventually cleared his throat. “Would you like anything to eat or drink?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Let’s sit over here. Can I take your cloak?”

She gave it to him gratefully before taking a seat on a couch near one of the fires. He hung her cloak before sitting on a chair facing the couch, and again, he was the one to break the silence.

“Aly-girl, you’re dressed in an apprentice robe. I thought you were never going back to DarkSkull?”

“I wasn’t.” She sighed, wondering where to begin, how to explain herself. “And I don’t truly want to now. But I want answers, Ladan. My father lied to me, my mother stole my memories, and so did Master Romas. More than that... I don’t want to be helpless anymore. I want to be useful, more than just a spoiled lord’s daughter.”

“You’re already more than that,” he said softly. “But I understand what you’re saying. Is that why you came here—for answers?”

“Partly, but also because you’re my brother and I wanted to see you.”

“I see.” He didn’t seem to know what to do with that. After a moment he looked up from the carpet. “What do you want to ask me?”

“You said you left DarkSkull early because you thought we both would be safer if you did. What did you mean?”

“I don’t have magic. I didn’t break out while I was there, and I haven’t since.” Ladan hesitated. “Master Howell spoke to me just before I left, after the attack on the watchtower. He thought... given our parentage, that once it became clear I wasn’t a mage, others might start to wonder if I could be a Taliath instead. I think he was right.”

Alyx sucked in a breath. Taliath. Ancient guardians of the mage order. Elite warriors who had almost entirely vanished from the world. It made sense, and she wondered why it hadn’t occurred to her before. “But why does that mean you had to leave DarkSkull? Surely the mages would be overjoyed to find a Taliath potential?”

“Howell thought that being a Taliath might place me in danger too,” Ladan said carefully. “It’s unlikely the Taliath have vanished from the world for no reason. He thought it would be better for me to leave before I proved beyond doubt I had no magic. That way anyone who already suspected I might be a Taliath wouldn’t know for certain.”

“Howell was trying to protect you?” Alyx was confused—she knew Howell had hidden things from her, and she’d never been certain exactly who, or what, he’d been ultimately loyal to. This cast him in a different light.

“I think so,” Ladan said. “He also pointed out that if I became a target, then that could place you in more danger. If I was gone, the connection between us wouldn’t be as clear.”

So had Howell been protecting Ladan, or trying to separate the two of them? The thought popped unbidden into Alyx’s mind and she found she couldn’t easily dismiss it. Something about Ladan’s account didn’t quite make sense either, but she couldn’t pin down what.

“Are you sure there’s nothing else?” She searched his face, some instinct telling her there was more.

He hesitated. “Nothing I can be sure about.”

A silence fell between them, interspersed with crackling and popping from the fire. Questions filled her, wanting to spill out, but part of her was wary—her world had changed so much already and she still hadn’t really come to grips with it. His answers could make things even worse. In the end she settled for, “Do you remember much about me from when we were children?”

“Of course.” He smiled a little. “You used to follow me around everywhere. Even when I was playing with my friends. You were like a little shadow, always there,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mind. You were bright, and tough too. You fell off a low wall one day and scraped your knees. I carried you all the way home, and you didn’t cry once.”

Tears threatened, and she fought not to let them fall. “What about our mother?”

“She looked a lot like you. Her hair was lighter, but you’ve got the same eyes. She had a presence too—she could command the attention of the room without even thinking about it.”

“Papa is like that,” Alyx murmured.

The skin around his eyes tightened, but he didn’t openly acknowledge the mention of their father. “One time another minor lord visited here. My stepfather was naturally a hermit, and our mother was determined to keep a low profile, so they didn’t often have visitors. Anyway, my stepfather held a formal dinner in welcome. He and the visiting lord were debating something… some trade policy, I think? Our mother told him in no uncertain terms that he was a short-sighted, intolerant fool and walked out before dinner was over.”

“Really?” Alyx smiled.

“My stepfather apologised, said something about how mother spoke the truth and didn’t care about what anyone else thought of her. I was sent to bed soon after.” Ladan’s eyes turned distant. “She was kind, though. She didn’t speak down to me like most adults did. She was brisk, not soft, but she was kind.”

“I wish I could remember her,” Alyx whispered.

“When she took me away from you and our father, I didn’t understand.” The coldness crept back into his voice. “I missed you. Nobody followed me around anymore. I was worried; what would happen if you fell from a tree again and I wasn’t there? So when you came here last year… it was a shock, but I had heard about DarkSkull, what it was like. I couldn’t let you go there alone. I knew the masters would accept me once they realised who I was—Romas seemed to know from the moment I walked into the room that night.”

“He never told me, though,” she said bitterly. Remembered anger simmered, an anger that had never truly gone away after realising how much had been hidden from her, how the people around her—even those that loved her—had lied and manipulated. “None of them did.”

“I think he assumed you knew, at first. I asked him not to say anything, though. I told him if anyone was to tell you, it would be me, and if he went against me I’d walk away and take you with me.”

Her simmering anger flashed bright hot and she leapt to her feet. “I’m so sick of everyone keeping secrets from me!”

“Alyx, you were so different from the girl I remembered. I didn’t know how to tell you, and then I figured it would be better not to.” He took a breath. “It was wrong of me, and I apologise.”

She shook her head, forcing her hands to uncurl, allowing the anger to fade as quickly as it had surged. “Never again, Ladan.”

“I promise,” he agreed.

“What happened to our mother?”

“I truly don’t know, Aly-girl. Something happened when I was eleven, something she learned or heard about, I think. She left here in a rush. Before she rode out, she hugged me and told me she had something important to take care of. She promised to return as soon as it was done.” Ladan’s eyes dropped to his hands. “She never came back.” 

Silence fell between them. As Alyx looked at her brother, she felt as if a tiny piece of herself that she’d never known was missing had come back.

“I don’t remember her, she took that away from me, but I’m sorry for what you had to go through,” she said softly. “And I’m sorry you had to lose me too.”

His head came up now, the tiny smile back. “I’m glad to have you back, Aly-girl.”

A single memory came back in such a rush it almost made her head spin. “It was you who called me that, not Papa,” she said in wonder. “I remember.”

“You couldn’t say your name when you were a baby; you kept saying ‘Aly’ all the time. So I started calling you Aly-girl. It stuck.”

A little tremor of joy shivered through her. “I think I’m going to like having a brother.”

“I am who I am, Alyx. That’s not going to change.”

“I know that.”

“And I can’t come back to DarkSkull.”

Disappointed, but trying not to show it, she sat back down. “I can visit you, right?” she said. “And you should come to Alistriem, at least occasionally. After all, you are a lord of Rionn. More importantly, you could see our father. I know he misses you terribly—he had no idea you’ve been so close all these years.” Alyx paused. “He tried looking for you. He tried so hard.”

Ladan’s face closed over and he gave his head a tiny shake. “Perhaps, one day.”

Alyx changed the subject, sensing his discomfort. “Have you had further trouble with Shiven in the disputed area? I assume you heard about the attack on the palace?”

“I’ve been having increasing amounts of trouble.” He sat back in the chair, instantly more at ease as he spoke about his lands. “The king asked me to come in, join a military council to discuss the attack on the palace, but I can’t afford the time. I get the impression the attacks have increased up on the northwestern border of the disputed area too.”

“Near Port Rantarin,” Alyx mused aloud. “Why now?”

“I wish I knew.” He paused. “Worst-case scenario, Shivasa is planning an invasion, but that would be a risky move on their part for many reasons. If they invade, trade between us will stop, likely resulting in food shortages for their population.”

“Maybe they’ve come up with a way around that?”

“I certainly hope not.” He looked up. “When do you need to leave?”

“As soon as possible. The study year is about to start, if it hasn’t already, so I’m late as it is.” She hesitated, then: “Ladan, I’m a mage of the higher order.”

His eyes widened slightly, and something like dread flashed through them. “And you can access your magic?”

“Not consciously yet, unless I’m really scared or angry.”

“And Galien?”

“It’s his final year, so he’ll still be there. I’ll have to learn how to deal with him.”

“You send me a message at once if you need anything.” Ladan rose. “Can you stay until tomorrow, at least?”

“I’ll leave in the morning.”

He settled a hand on her shoulder, giving her that soft smile again. “I’m sorry, I have urgent business with Romney, but I’ll be back for dinner. Edar is my steward, he’ll take you to your room. If you need anything ask him.”

She barely noticed him leaving, her thoughts caught up in what he’d told her about the Shiven. A shiver went through her at the idea they might be planning an invasion. Nobody wanted full-scale war, and she could only hope the Shiven leadership shared that hope. Her thoughts jumped from the Shiven to her mother. She’d left Ladan expecting to come back, but had met her death instead. Something, or someone, out there had killed a fully trained mage of the higher order. 

But why?








  
  
Chapter 3




Edar was elderly, with a starched white shirt and black breeches tucked into shiny black boots. 

“If you’ll come with me, Lady Egalion?”

Alyx followed the old man out of the hall. He walked with a slightly stooped gait, and she found herself fascinated by his frizzy shock of white hair; it was so much at odds with his starched shirt and neat attire.

He didn’t take her far. After climbing a single flight of stairs and walking down a wide hallway, Edar stopped outside a closed door before using a brass key to open it. It was an enormous room. A four-poster bed stood beside the far wall with a large arched window set above it. 

“I’ve already arranged to have your cloak cleaned and pressed, Lady Egalion. I’d be happy to have the same done to your robe.”

She shrugged the robe off with a grateful smile and he took it with two fingers, his nose crinkling in distaste. She wasn’t sure whether that was due to the odour or the dirt encrusted all around the hem. It could have been both. 

Once he was gone, she hesitated, torn between the inviting pillows and thick quilt on the bed and the steaming bath opposite it. Exhaustion tugged at her, but she reluctantly plodded over to the bath instead. It wouldn’t do to mess up those fine sheets with her dirty skin and hair. 

By the time she’d finished her bath, the sun was high in the sky. The bed looked more inviting than ever, but the Bluecoats had been playing on her mind as she bathed. She should probably find Dashan and ensure they were settling in without starting a brawl before sleeping. 

She found him sitting alone on the steps outside a side entrance to the barracks. The pensive look on his face tugged at her—what an awful time he must have had last year, and she’d been completely oblivious to it. He said nothing as she sat beside him. “Well,” she began conversationally, “you must think me a self-centred fool going on about my terrible year at DarkSkull these past weeks, when yours must have been just as bad, if not worse.”

He glanced over at her, a smile creeping across his face. “Since that’s pretty much how I already thought of you…”

“Shut up.” She punched him in the arm, then sobered. “Forgive me?”

“Already done.” Dashan leaned over with a conspiratorial air. “I think our Lord Mirren is in love with you.”

She snorted.

“I can tell these things.” He tapped his nose.

“He’s not. Besides, I’m sort-of taken.”

“Sort of?” A raised eyebrow.

She rolled her eyes. “I think we both know I’ll never marry anyone but Cayr, even if we are temporarily apart. I’ll get past my hurt, he’ll forgive me for being away so long, and everything will be as it was.” It all sounded so simple, but a niggle in the back of her mind warned that it might not be. She dismissed it. Surely not everything had to be hard.

“I know.” He leaned back, running a hand through his hair and glancing away.

“Dash...” She hesitated. “There is a reason for the way Ladan behaves towards me.”

“Yes?”

“He’s my brother.”

“Oh.” Dashan seemed utterly taken back by her statement, as if he weren’t sure whether she was joking or not. After a moment, when he realised she was serious, his gaze turned bright with curiosity. “Tell me about it.”

So she told him.

It made her lighter, somehow, to get everything off her chest. She told Dashan about Ladan being her brother, and her mother leaving her father. She told him that her father was a Taliath and her mother a mage of the higher order, and that the Mage Council had known it all along.

Dashan listened patiently as it all came out in a rush, waited until she’d finished talking, then reached over and squeezed her hand. “Seems to me this Ladan might be a man worth knowing, after all,” he said.

Alyx huffed out a laugh and leaned into his shoulder for a moment. “Thanks, Dash.”

He quirked a smile. “I’m still not afraid of you. I don’t care how amazing both your parents were.”

“Good to know.” She chuckled.

“I might be a smidgeon more afraid of Ladan now, though.”

She laughed aloud.


      ***The man himself appeared a short time later, riding into the yard at a gallop, Romney behind him. Alyx and Dashan approached his sweating horse as he reined in. Ladan dismounted smoothly—his expression was closed at the presence of Dashan, and Alyx stifled a sigh. She wondered whether he was ever able to relax around others.

“I’ve been rude,” Dashan spoke first, holding out his hand. “My only excuse is that Alyx is in my charge and I was concerned for her safety. Please accept my apology, Lord Mirren.”

Ladan stared at him a long moment before slowly moving to take the hand. The expression on his face didn’t change as they shook.

Dashan smiled. “My friends call me Dash, sir.”

Ladan looked at Alyx accusingly. “You told him?” 

“I’ve known Dash my whole life. He and Prince Cayr are my oldest friends.”

“I can be trusted,” Dashan said. “Although I understand that you don’t know that yet.”

“No, I don’t.”

“I was speaking with one of your warriors earlier, and he told me there are two spots along your northern border with Shivasa that run close to Tregaya. They’re too far east to be of use travelling to DarkSkull efficiently, but it set me thinking. Would you mind taking me out to have a look?”

“Dash!” Alyx protested. “I can’t afford to linger.”

“This would only take a day or two, I promise, and I think it could be very important.”

“Why?” Ladan demanded.

“I’d be happy to explain on the way.”

Ladan stared at him for a long moment fraught with tension. Alyx glanced between the two young men, holding her breath for a positive outcome. Ladan was cold and prickly and held a shield to the world to keep him at a distance from everyone. Yet Dashan was a naturally charming man when he wanted to be. If anyone could get through Ladan’s reserve, it would be him.

“It’s a long ride, and the nights here are cold,” Ladan eventually said.

“A bit of cold won’t bother me,” Dashan said easily. “And I don’t mind a long ride either.”

“Very well,” Ladan said tersely. “Alyx, you’ll be safe here.”

Dashan turned to her. “We’ll be as quick as we can, I promise.”

“If you say it’s important, I believe you,” she told him. “And I suppose an extra day or two won’t make a massive difference. I’m going to be late as it is.”

“I’ll gather some men and we can leave within the hour,” Ladan said. “Your Bluecoats must stay, they don’t know the territory like my warriors do.”

“I understand.” Dashan shrugged. “They could use a short break, and I’ll be happier knowing Alyx has a unit of Bluecoats watching her.”

“I’ll be fine, Dash.”

He smiled. “I know.”


      ***Edar approached Alyx as she ate breakfast alone the next morning. She greeted him with a smile when he stopped by her chair and bowed politely.

“When you have a moment, Lady Egalion, there is something Lord Mirren asked me to show you,” he said.

Alyx pushed aside the remnants of her oatmeal and stood. “Now is as good a time as any.”

He led her to a wing of the house she’d never been to before. Here, a thin layer of dust covered the floor and as she glanced into the rooms they passed, she saw white sheets covering the furniture inside.

“We don’t use this wing anymore,” Edar explained unnecessarily. “Perhaps one day it will open again. If the lord marries and has children.”

He stopped outside the only closed door in the hallway and drew a single brass key from his pocket. As carefully as he did everything else, he slid the key into the lock, opening it with a soft click.

“This was his mother’s private room.” Edar turned to her. “Lord Mirren asked that I give you some time here.”

“Oh.” Alyx’s eyes shot straight to the unlocked door. Of all the things she might have been expecting, it wasn’t this. Her mother’s room.

“It hasn’t been touched since the day she left.” A note of melancholy weighed down his words.

“You miss her?” Alyx asked.

He smiled slightly. “She was kind to me.”

“Thank you for bringing me here. Shall I call for you when I’m done?”

“Just bring me the key.” He held it out to her. “I’ll most likely be in the kitchens until lunch.”


      ***The door swung open silently when Alyx pushed on it. Unlike the rest of the wing, this room had been looked after over the years. The key in her fingers was worn smooth from frequent use, and the floor inside had been swept clean.

After stepping inside, she allowed the door to swing closed behind her, standing still to take in her surroundings. Two arched windows opposite her looked out over the estate walls and the forest beyond. It was a grey morning, and a light drizzle ran in rivulets down the glass. To Alyx’s right was a fireplace that took up almost the entire wall, and on the mantle were two even stacks of books. A desk stood near the fireplace, and on the left side of the room a small closet sat beside a bookcase filled with more books as well as sheaves of neatly stacked parchment. It was clear the user of this room had prized neatness and order. Alyx’s mouth twitched in a smile. She saw now where Ladan must have gotten his carefulness and precision from.

After a long moment, she went to the books on the mantle first, running her fingers lightly over the old, worn covers. They, too, were free of dust. Most of them seemed to deal with mage lore of various kinds, making Alyx frown—had her mother been a scholar of some kind? It was odd to think that. Alyx wasn’t particularly scholarly, and neither her father nor Ladan were either.

The desk was clear of all but a dried-out inkpot and quill. One drawer held blank sheets of parchment, while another held what looked to be an unfinished letter.

Dear Rein,

I heard today that Terin is in the region helping with re-planting crops that died during recent floods, so I’ll do my best to get this letter to him before he leaves and it should eventually make its way to you. 

I miss you, old friend. I particularly miss our long conversations. You’ll be happy to know Hodin continues to look out for me, as devoted to keeping Ladan safe as I am. I truly don’t know what I’d do without him. I wish I could come back, continue our work together, but I still think it’s safer if I don’t...

The letter trailed off there. Alyx stared at it for a long time, wondering what had been going through her mother’s mind when she’d written it. Whatever it was that had made her leave Widow Falls so suddenly had obviously happened after she’d started writing the letter—maybe it was the reason the letter was never finished. Who was Terin? Could he, or she, have been the catalyst that led to her mother’s departure?

Letting out a sigh, Alyx re-folded the letter and placed it back in the drawer. Rising from the desk, she crossed to the closet. Inside hung a single black mage robe and nothing else. Tentatively she reached out, brushing her fingers over the rough cloth. One day Alyx would wear one of these. Just like her mother. A smile curled her mouth at the thought, and she promised herself that after passing the trials she would come back for this robe and claim it as her own.

Closing the closet, her attention turned to the bookcase, idle curiosity making her draw a small, thin book from amongst the others. It had a light blue cover, the words Applications of Mage Power in Farming embossed on the front. Smiling to herself, Alyx tucked the book into her robe.

Before leaving, she took one final look around the room, wondering what thoughts had gone through her mother’s head as she sat at the desk or stood by the window. Had she known there was a chance she was never coming home, that she’d never see Ladan or Alyx again?








  
  
Chapter 4




Dashan and Ladan returned just before dawn two days later. Worried about both—there was a good chance they’d either been attacked by Shiven, or by each other—Alyx was already awake and nursing a hot mug of tea in the kitchen. The delicious smell of baking bread surrounded her, and she was warm and comfortable despite her concerns. 

There were shouts from the front gates and then the clatter of hooves on cobblestone. Minutes later, Dashan and Ladan entered through the outer door. Both wore thick cloaks with scarves wrapped around their necks.

“You made it.” Alyx stood to welcome them.

“There was no need for you to have worried.” Ladan frowned, moving straight for the oatmeal bubbling over a fire. “Who made this?”

“Edar. He saw me up early and I think he was worried that hunger had driven me out of bed.”

“Have you eaten any?”

“No.”

“Then eat.” He spooned out several lots into a bowl and placed it on the table before her. “You’ll need energy.”

Worry lurched in her chest and she turned to Dashan. “For what?”

“Lord Mirren’s scouts picked up two patrolling bands of Shiven right inside the disputed area,” Dashan said. “There’s a window for us to slip through between them if we leave soon. You eat, I’ll go and rouse the Bluecoats.”

“What about you, aren’t you hungry?” Alyx asked, but the door was already swinging shut behind him. She turned to Ladan with a raised eyebrow, wondering if the two had gotten into some sort of argument. Her brother ignored her, instead pointing to the oatmeal. 

“Eat,” he said again.

“Thank you for having Edar show me our mother’s room.”

He nodded, coming to sit opposite her. “I thought you might like to see it. I assume you read the letter?”

“I did. Do you know who Terin was, or Hodin?”

“Hodin was my stepfather. I don’t know who Terin was. I remember hearing mother say his name occasionally, but I never met him.”

“What about Rein, the person she was writing to?”

“He was from where we went after leaving you and Father.” Ladan frowned in concentration. “I don’t remember much about the place, just that it was isolated and peaceful. We were there less than a year before she brought me here.”

“So she knew your stepfather before she came here?”

“I believe so.” He scowled. “Eat.”

“What are you, my mother?” Alyx spooned up a mouthful of her oatmeal and dutifully swallowed.

“Brother,” he corrected. “Now, I’ve already spoken to Dashan. Two of my men will escort you through the disputed area to Tregaya. My scouts have a thorough understanding of the Shiven movements in the area, so they’ll be able to see you through safely. You do as they tell you.”

“Yes sir,” she mumbled around a mouthful of deliciously sweet oats.

He watched in silence as she finished the entire bowl and then collected her cloak and staff from the rack by the door.

“When will I see you again?” she asked him.

“Probably not for a while.”

She hesitated. “Ladan, is there anything else you’re not telling me? Anything at all? I can’t deal with any more lies.”

“I’ve told you what I remember about why we fled, I promise. As to anything else... ” He looked away. “They’re suspicions only, and it wouldn’t be fair to burden you with them, not unless I knew for certain.”

“Ladan...”

“If I confirm anything, I’ll find a way to tell you.”

“All right,” she said reluctantly. “Will you come to visiting day? I know it’s a lot to ask, and a long way to travel, but—”

“If I can I will,” he interrupted. “Promise.”

A smile crept unbidden over her face, and impulsively she leaned up to hug him. He stiffened slightly but didn’t push her away. “I’ll miss you,” she whispered in his ear.

“Take care of yourself,” he said, pulling back and reaching past her to open the heavy outer door.

“You too, big brother.”

“I will. 

She paused on the threshold, trying to fight back tears. “Goodbye, Ladan.”

“See you, Aly-girl.”

He touched her shoulder briefly, and then she was walking out into the courtyard and he was closing the door behind her.


      ***Alyx sat quietly, staring into the darkness. They were just outside the border of the disputed area, so there were four Bluecoats on sentry duty out in the night, but the rest slept a short distance away. An occasional snore broke the silence, but otherwise she heard nothing but the sound of her own thoughts.

It was a cold night, but she was warm enough huddled inside her cloak and a blanket. The occasional tear that dripped down her cheek felt like ice, though.

“Alyx?”

She shifted as Dashan’s voice whispered through the dark from where he slept near her; she thought he’d fallen asleep hours ago. In no mood to talk, she stayed quiet, hoping he would think she slept too.

“I can hear you thinking from over here.” No, he knew she was awake. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong,” she said quietly.

His blankets rustled as he shifted to face her. Though there was barely any light with the moon trapped behind thick clouds, she imagined she could see his eyes staring at her across the darkness.

“I had a dream, that’s all.” Alyx spoke quietly, not wanting anyone but Dashan to hear her.

“Another nightmare?”

“No.” Although she couldn’t decide whether it had been better or worse than one of her nightmares.

He fell silent then, a few minutes later, when she hoped he’d gone back to sleep, he spoke again.

“I’m still awake. Just in case, you know, you felt like telling me about your dream.”

Alyx couldn’t help the small chuckle that came out at his words.

“I’m really curious now, you’ve got me hooked. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep until you tell me.”

She reached up to wipe the tears from her face, debating internally on whether to speak or not. Eventually she gave a small sigh. “She took my memories of Ladan away.” 

A moment’s silence, then, “What do you mean?”

“I was five when my mother left with Ladan, I should have some memories. She used her magic to take them from me.”

More silence as he mulled this over. “Your dream… they were memories?”

“I think so.”

“What was she like, your mother?”

“I…” Alyx thought about it, trying to recall. The block that had always been there still existed, but now it was like there were small holes in it. “I only have fragments. She had a stern voice, I think. And brown hair like mine.”

“And Ladan?”

“I adored him. He was so serious and smart, but he always took care of me. I don’t remember specifics, but I remember that.”

“He sounds like a great brother.”

Alyx felt the tears well again. “She took so much away from him. Now look what he’s become.”

“I think you could help him find that boy again.”

“How do I even begin?”

“You’re his sister,” he said softly. “You just need to be you, Alyx. That will work wonders, I promise.”

“Would you mind coming back this way?” She hesitated. “When we return to Alistriem from DarkSkull, I mean?”

“I think it would be safer to return to Rionn by ship, especially since there’ll be no need to rush.” Dashan’s blankets rustled again. “But I don’t see why we couldn’t divert to Widow Falls on the way back from the coast.”

Alyx smiled. “Thanks.”

“I live to serve, mage-girl.”


      ***Ladan’s scouts got them through the disputed area and into Tregaya in three days. Apart from a tense few hours holed up in thick forest as a Shiven patrol passed by within a stone’s throw of them, there were no incidents.

Once safely over the border, Ladan’s men barely lingered long enough to say a terse goodbye before they were gone, disappearing back over the border. 

 “We made it,” Alyx said tiredly. Her skin itched and she wished desperately for a bath. The thought of hot water soaking into her aching muscles almost made her swoon.

“We did.” Dashan was still looking back the way they’d come, across the invisible line that marked the border. After a moment he shook himself, then turned to his command. “Let’s keep going. I want to be well inside Tregaya before we set up camp. Nario, Josha, ride on ahead to scout a good place to stop.”

Alyx brought Tingo alongside Dashan as the tired horses lurched back into movement. “I should have asked this before, but won’t the Tregayan militia mind a group of Rionnan Bluecoats showing up unannounced on their doorstep at Weeping Stead?”

“I have letters signed by my father to give their garrison commander. It’ll be fine.”

Her eyebrows lifted. Dashan’s father was lord-general of the Blue Guard. “Cayr really was organised to get that for you. He didn’t even know I was leaving until just before I did.”

“That’s one thing you can say about our Cayr. He’s organised.”

The trace of bitterness in his voice was almost eclipsed by his flashing smile, but Alyx caught it nonetheless. “Dash…” She hesitated. “I’m sorry that your unit has to be stuck here for nine months while I’m at DarkSkull. Is there any way you could go back, send another unit to escort me home?”

He shrugged. “It’s not practical for us to spend weeks travelling back and forth via ship, and too dangerous to keep passing through the disputed area.”

“I suppose so, but I realise that if I wasn’t here, you wouldn’t have to be either.”

He smiled. “I appreciate that you’re thinking of us, but it’s really okay. It’s a chance for us to be away from home for a while and do something different. And it’s definitely better than being stationed in the disputed area.”

A shadow crossed his face at those words. What had happened during his time there that caused the pain she’d repeatedly glimpsed in his eyes? It was on the tip of her tongue to ask, but he was already looking away, gaze focused ahead where Josha and Nario were disappearing into the distance.


      ***Despite the fact they were safely in Tregaya, the Bluecoats took their escort duties seriously and spent most of the time watchfully scanning their surroundings for possible threats, largely leaving Alyx alone with her thoughts. 

At first she tried to focus on the good parts of what was ahead. After weeks apart, and thinking she might not see them again for a year, she would be with Dawn, Tarrick and Finn. It was hard to ignore how much she missed the friends she’d made at DarkSkull, and the idea of rejoining them had been one of the contributing factors to her decision to return.

But even her delighted anticipation of the looks on their faces at her sudden appearance couldn’t stop her mind from turning to the harsh realities of DarkSkull with increasing frequency the closer they came.

Her first year there had been a harsh introduction to life outside the safe bubble of her noble and wealthy upbringing. She’d struggled academically and magically—her magic not even breaking out until near the end—and hadn’t coped well with teachers who couldn’t care less that she was the daughter of Lord Garan Egalion. The most powerful students at the school had bullied her and her friends mercilessly, and she remained convinced that the nastiest of them—Galien—had wanted to kill her. Worse, she’d lost a dear friend—Brynn, a young man who’d made her smile even on her worst days at DarkSkull. His loss continued to haunt her dreams, as did the near-loss of Tarrick, who’d almost died in the attack in which Brynn had been lost and her magic had finally broken out.

The immediacy of the fear and horror she’d experienced had faded with the passage of time, but part of Alyx knew the months ahead were unlikely to be much different. Galien and his friends would still be there, finishing their final year, and there was no reason to think their desire to hurt her had gone away. And the master who ran the school—the man supposedly in charge of keeping her safe—had stolen memories from her. 

But he had also known her mother, as had other masters there, and they might know more about what had happened to her. There was nowhere else where she could try and learn what memories Romas had stolen from her—were they important, she wondered? They must have been, for him to violate a student in that way. And as driven as she was to find out what he knew, gaining that information wasn’t going to be easy. She wasn’t even certain of the best way to go about it, particularly given she couldn’t trust a word he said to her.


      ***On the third night Alyx managed to catch Dashan alone, grooming his horse, in the stables of the inn they were staying at. He’d been closed off and grim since leaving Widow Falls, but she was unsure as to what exactly was eating at him. Rather than pushing, she broached a topic he would be more comfortable talking about.

“Are you ever going to tell me the reasoning behind your little excursion with my brother back at Widow Falls?” She kept her voice light and conversational, hoping to draw him out.

He glanced back, seemingly unsurprised to see her leaning over the stall door. “I hadn’t realised it until one of his men showed me on a map, but there are two points along Ladan’s northeastern border that run very close to the southern Tregayan border.”

“How close are we talking?”

He shrugged, put down the curry brush. “An hour, maybe two hours, ride.”

“Really?” Alyx was surprised, but also pleased. He was facing her now, his voice becoming more animated as he spoke.

“Yes. Now, crossing those sections of border mean you’re too far east to make it a practical route to journey to DarkSkull, but that’s not the point.”

“The point is getting Rionnan troops into Tregaya or vice versa in the event Shivasa invades us.”

“Exactly,” he said eagerly. “If Shivasa declares war, Cayr’s father would have no choice but to ally with Tregaya.”

“If Tregaya agreed to an alliance,” Alyx countered.

“They would be foolish not to. Their army is larger, but not as well trained or experienced as ours. If Shivasa made a move on Rionn, then Tregaya would be their next stop and the Tregayans know it.”

“That makes sense.” Alyx cocked her head, mulling it over. “You’re thinking that the best way to ferry troops between Tregaya and Rionn would be through those two points on Ladan’s land?”

“Think bigger, mage-girl. The land between is a narrow wedge of Shiven territory that stretches out from the disputed area to the eastern coastline.” Dashan stepped closer. “We could annex it.”

Alyx gaped. “Take the whole territory?”

“Ladan and I surveyed the area. It’s rugged and that makes it highly defensible. I think we could put in two permanent guard posts which would stop them attacking from the west. We’d then have free rein to move troops and supplies between Rionn and Tregaya, not to mention cut off land access to the entire Rionnan-Tregayan eastern coastline from the Shiven.”

Alyx frowned. “You’d still be vulnerable from the eastern seas.”

Dashan shook his head decisively. “Shivasa isn’t going to send its navy sailing all the way around Rionn to attack us from the coast—for a start their ships would be vulnerable to us from the south and Tregaya from the north.”

“What did Ladan think of your idea?”

“He’s a taciturn man.” Dashan’s smile flashed briefly. “But he told me he’d survey the area and put together a formal proposal. He said he’d send it to the king and my father if he thought it viable.”

“Good,” Alyx said decisively. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s a great idea.”

Dashan snorted. “And what do you know about strategy?”

“More than you think,” she said airily, stepping away from the door. “And I’m not going to let you needle me tonight. I will see you in the morning.”

“Sleep tight, kitten.”

She might have slammed the barn door a little harder than she’d intended to.
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